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FOREWORD 



There has been great concern in recent years over the need for im- 
proving our levels of living and technology. These aims can be reached 
only if we make the best use of our available manpower. The study re- 
ported here takes cognizance of the fact that rural youth generally do 
not reach their educational potentials, primarily because of poor school 
attendance records. The purpose was to obtain information which could 
be used by various public and private agencies to improve school attend- 
ance and attainment levels and educational facilities in rural areas. 

This report is based upon research conducted cooperatively by Lou- 
isiana State University and the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Under- 
takings of this nature are in keeping with the goals of the Rural 
Development Program (under the sponsorship of six Federal depart- 
ments) to improve rural levels of living. 

Louisiana provided a challenging setting for this study inasmuch as 
its rural population ranks among the lowest in the nation in educational 
attainment. The findings and conclusions reported are deserving of the 
close attention of all persons concerned with the future development of 
the nation’s manpower. 
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Environmental Factors 
And School Attendance 

A Study in Rural Louisiana* 

Alvin L. Bertrand and Marion B. Smith 

INTRODUCTION 

Many studies have shown that rural youths have poorer school at- 
tendance records, lower educational attainment levels, fewer vocational 
skills, and lower occupational aspirations than urban youths. 1 These dif- 
ferentials have at least two major implications for the nation. First, they 
represent a serious talent loss at a time when there is critical need for 
trained manpower. Second, inequalities in education represent a great 
handicap to the many rural youths forced to compete with urban youths 
for employment. The problems which the above situations create are a 
challenge in the sense that they are not in keeping with our national 
credo which stresses both equality of opportunity and progress. 

Concern over the above and related situations has led the Congress 
to pass various legislative measures designed to equalize educational op- 
portunities throughout rural areas and between rural and urban com- 
munities. This study is one of several being done cooperatively by cer- 
tain Department of Agriculture agencies and various Land Grant 
colleges and universities under the Rural Development Program. 

It is an attempt to identify and explain the factors which account for 
differential school attainment in rural areas. 

Major Objectives of the Study 

The over-all aim of the study, as mentioned, was to determine and 
describe the factors accounting for differential school attainment in rural 
areas. Specific objectives were as follows: 

1. To determine the factors affecting the school attendance and at- 
tainment of rural youth. 

2. To determine the life aspirations of rural youths, and evaluate 

•This study is a cooperative project between the Department of Rural Sociology. 
Louisiana Agricultural Experiment Station, and the Farm Population and Rural Life 
Branch, Agricultural Marketing Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

’See for example: Marion B. Smith, “Educational Progress in Louisiana From 1940 
to 1949: Comparison of the School Advancement of Urban, Rural-Farm and Rural- 
Nonfarm Children,” Louisiana Schools, Volume XXX111, No. 9 (1956) , 8-12. 
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the extent to which their educational facilities are serving these aspira- 
tions. 

3. To develop information that could be used by various public and 
private agencies to improve school attendance and attainment levels, 
and educational facilities in rural areas. 

Method and Procedure of Study 

The objective and setting of this study were such as to present special 
methodological problems. Since the study related to the Rural Develop- 
ment Program, it had to be done in relatively low income areas. In addi- 
tion, it was evident that sampling procedures and questionnaires had to 
be worked out for several different population groups. Decisions regard- 
ing the above considerations were made after consultation with represen- 
tatives of the Louisiana State Department of Education, the Vocational 
Education Department of Louisiana State University, and the Louisiana 
Agricultural Extension Service. 

It was decided to conduct the study in two parishes (counties), Avoy- 
elles in south central Louisiana and Franklin in north central Louisiana. 
Both of these parishes are “pilot counties” in the Rural Development 
Program. Other characteristics which made them ideal for this study will 
be apparent in the description of the study area which follows. 

Once the study areas had been selected, a decision had to be made 
regarding the specific populations to be interviewed. It was obvious that 
certain classes of rural youths in school and rural youths who had dropped 
out of school should be questioned. A decision was made to interview 
the juniors and seniors in four carefully selected white rural high schools 
in each of the study parishes and the drop-outs from these schools in the 
same age group (16-19 years) as the juniors and seniors. Furthermore, it 
was felt that the parents of both groups of youngsters should be inter- 
viewed to determine whether parental and family influence related sig- 
nificantly to the problem under study. 

Accordingly, three questionnaires were developed for the personal 
interview of a sample of persons in each of the population groups named 
above. These schedules were pre-tested and modified in the light of the 
findings. It is important to note that a decision was made to interview 
either the father or mother of youths rather than the mother alone, as 
had been done in some previous studies. The pre-test indicated that 
fathers were frequently present during interviews and that their atti- 
tudes were essentially the same as the mothers. In addition, the role of 
the father as decision maker structured the situation in such a way as to 
make the wife hesitant to answer freely, in instances where both were 
present. 

The interviewing for the study was done in January, February, and 
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March, 1959. In administering Schedule I, designed for the youths still 
in school, members of the research team traveled to the schools being 
studied, and had all members of the junior and senior classes complete 
the questionnaire in the classroom. The second questionnaire, Schedule 
II, was designed for youths 16-19 years of age who had dropped out of 
the sample schools. A substantial number of the drop-outs were still 
living in their home parishes and were easily located. A smaller propor- 
tion had moved away and could not be found. (Resources did not permit 
an individual follow-up of persons having moved out of the state.) 
Questionnaires were mailed to every drop-out who could not be con- 
tacted but for whom an address was available. The response to mailed 
questionnaires was negligible, however. 

The third questionnaire (Schedule III) was designed (with certain 
alternative questions) for the interview of parents of both groups of 
youths. A random sample of one-third of the youths still in school was 
drawn and one parent of each youth in this sample was interviewed. For 
the drop-outs, interviews were conducted with all corresponding par- 
ents (father or mother) who could be found. 

In Avoyelles Parish a total of 190 youths in the eleventh and twelfth 
grades completed schedules. Of these, 102 were completed by females. 
A total of 179 schedules were obtained from juniors and seniors in 
Franklin Parish, 93 of which were from females. Altogether, data were 
obtained from 174 boys and 195 girls. 

The drop-outs interviewed were distributed as follows: In Avoyelles 
Parish, 17 b ;ys and 22 girls from 16 to 19 years of age were questioned. 
The Franklin Parish interviewees included 15 boys and 14 girls. Taken 
together, a total of 68 drop-outs from 16 to 19 years of age were included. 
It may be noted that approximately three-fifths (58.2 per cent) of all 
drop-outs from the eight schools were interviewed. The majority of those 
not interviewed had moved from the state. 

Altogether, 125 parents of youths in school and 68 parents of youths 
having dropped out of school were interviewed. 

Description of the Sample Parishes 

The location of the two sample parishes is shown in Figure 1. A 
brief review of selected population and agricultural characteristics of 
these parishes is included to help the reader visualize the setting for the 
study. 

Avoyelles is located in what is known as French South Louisiana. 
Many residents of the parish use French in their daily conversations, 
although they may be bi-lingual. A large percentage of the people of 
the parish belong to the Roman Catholic Church. (It was estimated by 
the principals of the four sample schools that 98 per cent of their stu- 
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dents were Catholic.) Many of the folkways of the people of the parish 
are traceable to their French cultural background. 

There were 38,031 persons in Avoyelles Parish in 1950, according to 
Census reports. Over one-fourth (26 per cent) of this number were Ne- 
groes. The parish ranked well above the state average in percentage of 
the population classified as rural-farm (45.6 per cent vs. 21.2 per cent) 




FIGURE 1.— LOCATION OF SAMPLE PARISHES AND SCHOOLS 



and rural-nonfarm (32.6 per cent vs 24.0 per cent) in residence. Avoyelles 
Parish residents fall below the state median in educational attainment. 
In 1950, the median years of schooling for males 25 years of age and 
over in the parish was 5.8 years. Females in these ages had a slightly 
higher median of 6.4 years. 2 

’The median school years completed and percentage of functional literacy of adult 
males in Louisiana In 1949 are shown, by parishes, in: Marion B. Smith, "Educational 
Progress in Louisiana from 1949 to 1950,” Louisiana Schools, Volume XXX, No. 7, 
(195S) , 6-7. 



There were 4,467 farms in Avoyelles Parish in 1954, 30 per cent of 
which tvere tenant operated. The average size of farms was 50.1 acres, 
with only 1 per cent of all farms being 500 acres or more. The chief crops 
raised in the parish are cotton, corn, and hay, although a considerable 
acreage of sweet and Irish potatoes is planted each year. Crop enter- 
prises are supplemented by a sizeable beef cattle, dairy, and poultry in- 
dustry. 

In 1954, 93 per cent of the farms in the parish were served with elec- 
tricity, but only 21 per cent had telephones. 

Franklin Parish is located in Non-French North Louisiana. The resi- 
dents of the parish are chiefly of Anglo-Saxon descent, and the princi- 
pals of the schools studied estimated that 98 per cent of the students 
were Protestants. 

The 1950 census reports indicate there were 29,376 people in Frank- 
lin Parish at that time. Close to two-fifths of the population (37 per cent) 
were Negroes. It is significant that the parish included a higher per- 
centage of rural-farm residents (75 per cent) than the majority of the 
parishes of the state. Only 13 per cent of the residents of the parish were 
classified as urban. 

At mid-century the educational attainment of Franklin Parish resi- 
dents 25 years and over was well below the state average. Among the 
males, the median years of schooling completed was 5.7 (compared with 
7.4 for the state), and among the females it was 6.7 (as compared with 7.9 
for the state). 

There were 4,171 farms in Franklin Parish in 1954. Almost three- 
fifths (58 per cent) of this number were operated by tenants. Farms 
averaged 79 acres in size, and 1.2 per cent of them were 500 acres or over. 
Cotton and corn are the predominant crops of the parish, although con- 
siderable hay and oats are grown. Beef cattle have increased in popu- 
larity as a farm enterprise in recent years. 

Almost all the farmers of the parish reported electricity on their 
farms in 1954 (98 per cent). However, only one-fifth of them (20 per 
cent) said they had telephones. 

The Enrollment and Teachers of Sample Schools 

The location of the schools studied is shown in Figure I. Each school 
was selected after consultation with the parish superintendent of schools. 
Four schools with 12 grades were selected in each parish. At the begin- 
ning of the school year, the individual enrollment of the four schools in 
Franklin Parish was 164, 210, 429, and 503 for a total of 1,306. The en- 
rollment in the schools in Avoyelles Parish was 321, 326, 347, and 505, 
respectively, for a total of 1,499. The total high school enrollment was 
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421 in the four Franklin Parish schools and 492 in the four Avoyelles 
Parish schools. 

The number of high school teachers ranged from 5 to 12 in the 
eight sample schools. Altogether, the four schools in Franklin Parish had 
a total of 37 high school teachers. The four schools in Avoyelles Parish 
had a total of 33 high school teachers. For the most part, the teachers in 
the sample high schools had a long tenure. Twenty teachers from each 
parish had at least 10 years teaching experience. Most of the teachers 
lived in the home community of their school, and the majority were 
bom and reared locally. 

In the sample schools, ten of the high school teachers in Avoyelles 
Parish and six of the high school teachers in Franklin Parish held mas- 
ter’s degrees. All of the remainder of the high school teachers in both 
parishes, except one, held bachelor’s degrees. 

It may be noted that the schools studied were in an era of enrollment 
decline related to a decline in the general population. This fact occa- 
sioned some insecurity among the administrators and teachers of the 
schools. 

ANALYTICAL APPROACH 

The analysis of findings from a study such as the present one must 
proceed in terms of a theoretical model. Since it is proposed that readers 
go beyond the mere descriptive treatment of data, it was felt that it 
would be helpful to briefly outline the conceptual scheme in mind for 
the analyses of the findings. 

By way of introduction, it may be noted that there have been many 
studies of educational attainment in rural areas. Most of these studies 
have concentrated on showing the relationship of certain socio-economic 
characteristics to school achievement. 3 A few researchers have gone so 
far as to explore the relationship between farm residence and levels of 
educational and occupational aspiration. 4 Beyond this, a host of des- 
criptive investigations (some done in rural settings) have demonstrated 
the relation of social class to individual and group attitudes, opinions, 
judgements, and aspirations. 5 In the light of the findings of previous 

3 See: Selected Bibliography on Rural Education, Washington, D.C.: Department 
of Rural Education, National Education Association, 1954. For one of the later studies, 
see: E. Grant Youmans, The Educational Attainment and Future Plans of Kentucky 
Rural Youths, Lexington: Kentucky A.E.S. Bulletin No. 664, 1959. 

4 See, for example: Archie O. Haller and William H. Sewell, “Farm Residence and 
Levels of Educational and Occupational Aspirations,” The American Journal of So- 
ciology, Vol. LVII (1957) 407-411, and Russell Middleton and Charles M. Grigg, “Rural- 
Urban Differences in Aspirations,” Rural Sociology, Vol. 24, (1959) , 347-354. 

“For recent examples, see: Alan B. Wilson, “Residential Segregation of Social 
Classes and Aspirations of High School Boys,” American Sociological Review, Vol. 24, 
(1959) , 836-845, and E. Grant Youmans, “Factors in Educational Attainment,” Rural 
Sociology, Vol. 24, (1959), 21-28. 
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